Review: Promoting the Gospel (Dickson 
2007) 


John Dickson believes not everyone is an evangelist, and evangelism is 
not the same as proclaiming the Gospel (defined as 'the announcement 
that God has revealed and opened up his kingdom to sinners through the 
birth, teaching, miracles, death and resurrection of the Messiah Jesus 
who will one day return to overthrow evil and consummate the kingdom 
for eternity''). Eschewing traditional methods which focus purely on 
spreading a theological message through various forms of public 
speaking, he urges a holistic approach in which the Christian life itself 


becomes the medium of evangelism. This, he argues, is a Biblical model. 


Dickson's central theme is based on Deuteronomy 6:4 & Psalm 96: there 
is only one God, and all people must worship Him. The Jews were urged 
to proclaim their God before the Gentiles; Dickson interprets this as 
evangelism. The reality of God comprises an obligation to serve and 
proclaim Him. This precludes pluralism; the idea that spiritual truth can 
be found in many religions, all of which share a common destination. 
Dickson examines elements of Buddhism and Hinduism (popularly 
endorsed by pluralists) and finds them wanting. Noting that religious 
tolerance does not require theological pluralism, he reiterates Psalm 96 


aS an uncompromising mission statement. 


Sharing the Gospel with unbelievers involves sharing social events, as 


Jesus did. Dickson's endorsement of this example comes with a proviso 
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borrowed from Paul's advice regarding meat offered to idols:? not 
everyone has the stomach for it. 

Prayer can change hearts, and God wishes all to be saved; thus 
Christians should pray for unbelievers (following I Timothy 2:1-4). 
Dickson encourages the material support of evangelism (e.g. Paul's gifts 
from fellow Christians in Philippians 1 & 4) as a way we can all 


participate in the evangelistic mission, regardless of our talents. 


Noting that Christians were historically admired for their good works, 
Dickson considers this a triumph demonstrating the efficacy of Jesus' 
instruction in Matthew 5:14-16. Works cannot save, but they can preach 
a Saving message and thus act as an effective evangelistic tool. The 
theme is developed by case studies of self-sacrificial charity in the next 
chapter. When Christians treat unbelievers as Christ did, they become 


true ‘friends of sinners' with a message that is beautiful and appealing. 


Recalling his proposition that not everyone is called to evangelise, 
Dickson provides a four-point checklist for identifying those who are. A 
true evangelist will be a mature Christian with an enthusiasm for 
spreading the Gospel, excellent relational skills, and the capacity to 
present the Gospel clearly. An anecdote follows to demonstrate how all of 
these qualities are brought to bear in practical evangelism. Dickson's 
advice to use worship as a form of evangelism is justified by an appeal to 


Psalm 96. Citing Josephus to show that 1st Century Jews successfully 
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evangelised Gentiles via public worship and synagogue services, he 


suggests contemporary Christian worship can be equally inspiring. 


Returning to personal evangelism, Dickson uses the examples of Peter 
and Paul to show Christians have an obligation to give answers for their 
faith as well as proclaiming it. Evangelism is not a one-way street and 
there is no point in preaching a message we cannot defend. At the same 
time, Dickson (speaking from personal experience) cautions against a 
defensive response to criticism which might undermine our credibility, 
and, consequently, our evangelism. The final chapter comprises a 
fictional narrative based on common elements of real-life conversion 
experiences, and is intended to show how Dickson's evangelical 
methodology can bear good fruit. Dickson provides the reader with 
excellent tools to present the Gospel rather than simply talking about it. 
His audience is left with the responsibility of driving evangelism beyond 
the first encounter. More discussion on how to do this would have been 


helpful. 


Promoting The Gospel is refreshing in its approach. Too often, when 
presented with a new style of evangelism, Christians automatically assess 
it on the basis of its appeal to themselves. This is completely backwards. 
Evangelism is primarily intended for non-Christians, and must be tailored 
for their needs and expectations. Dickson's emphasis is on demonstrating 
the difference Christianity makes to our lives, so that non-Christians will 
recognise the benefits. Having started powerfully with a concise 


definition of the Gospel, he shows us how to preach the Kingdom by 
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living it. He avoids explicit discussions about theology because he wants 
to remind us that evangelism is much more than simply telling people 
what we believe. 

The longstanding Christian habit of sheltering in churches and waiting 
for non-Christians to visit, is counter-productive. Dickson reminds us we 
should be getting out more and engaging with the local community. We 
should be highly visible, and immediately recognisable as Christians. 
Lifestyle evangelism is the way to do this. Charity work is the way to do 
this. Doctrinal distinctiveness is the way to do this. Active participation in 
non-Christian communities is the way to do this. Our social behaviour 
should reflect the values we hold most dear. When people do visit our 
churches, the first impression they should receive is, "I can see these 
Christians are sincere about their beliefs. They have a loving relationship 
with their God and with each other." Too often they are busy admiring 
the architecture and decor, because that is where we have placed the 
emphasis. This needs to change. 

Modern non-Christian expectations of Christian communities are based 
on historical precedent. For 2,000 years, Christians have been exemplars 
for charity and social engagement. Non-Christians are conditioned to 
expect certain behaviour from Christians. If we do not exhibit that 
behaviour, we will not be recognised as Christians. This is where 
Dickson's book has great merit. His painstaking critique of modern 
evangelism is timely and encouraging; his methods simple and effective. 


His Gospel is invigorating and his tone conversational, reflecting the 
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manner he expects us to use. Preaching by living Christianity is a sound 


and Biblical approach. 
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